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Abstract 
Students' errors can be pedagogically useful only if they are constantly related to other variables that constitute the 
teaching context such as the course design and the professionalism of the teacher. The main aim of this paper is to 
reconsider the teaching situation of translation. It is an attempt to develop a new programme for the teaching of 
translation in the light of newly developed methods in both theory and practice. The focus will be on the students' 
performance, the material used the course design and the teacher 
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1. Introduction 
 
Different translation models and approaches have sought to eradicate translational misunderstanding; 
yet, each of them has engendered more controversies than solving existing ones. Mistranslation and 
translational problems are still a persistent obstacle to the translator and therefore for the translation 
instructor. Instructors, in their turn, are frequently confronted not only with texts that are problematic 
owing to linguistic and/or socio-cultural boundaries between the source language (SL) and the target 
language (TL) but also with the problem of teaching according to the needs of the different students' 
concerned. The translation instructor's task is most often twofold: (i) to explain the linguistic difficulties 
 
* Corresponding author. Tel.: +218 91376 8880; fax: +218  61 222 1544. 
E-mail address: ramahmadmegrab@yahoo.com. 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
© 2012 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of ALSC 2012
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
359 Ramadan Ahmed Elmgrab /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  70 ( 2013 )  358 – 369 
embedded in the source texts, and (ii) to explicate the translation strategies required to render the source 
text (ST) into the target text (TT). For instance, if a SL text involves a cultural problem it would require 
first an explanation of the cultural meaning of the lexical item concerned and then the finding of an 
equivalent meaning in the TL. 
 
The demand to teach according to the needs of the different students concerned is also important. 
These can be either syntactic, lexical (terminological), and/or pragmatic depending on the objectives of 
the course and students' aptitude. However, these needs, as Smith (1991, p.24-25) points out, are at 
present independently provided for by conventional translation theory. A sufficient degree of flexibility, 
he argues, will require active interaction rather than the passive reception of the instructor/analyst within 
the existing models. Error analysis offers in this case the appropriate tool to check upon the students' 
needs and relate them to translation theory. 
 
Translation instructors often rely on teaching models which anticipate the students' difficulties usually 
on the basis of a comparative analysis of both languages (English and Arabic) and in most cases; they 
depart from two languages to claim universality. That is, a translation theory or model, often assumed to 
apply to all sets of languages is usually based on findings from a particular group of students or 
predictions of the theorist from his knowledge of a particular set of languages. Such translation models, 
although providing insightful methodological and pedagogical means for the instructor, are not always 
suitable for all groups of students and all types of language. 
 
This divorce between translation theory and the context of the teaching situation can be bridged 
through the practice of Error Analysis and evaluation of students' performance. That is the practice of 
error analysis provides the instructor with the necessary feedback regarding the particularity of the group 
or individual students and the suitability of the instructor's methodology, information which translation 
theory alone fails to supply. In short, error analysis provides the instructor with valuable information 
about students' areas of failure and the efficiency or inefficiency of teaching methods and practices. 
Errors should, therefore, be considered as an inevitable part of any learning or training situation which 
requires creativity or the ability to analyse and regularise Tylor (1980). 
 
The primary concern of this study will, therefore, consist of examining and assessing students' errors 
when translating between English-Arabic-English. The study analyses the different types of errors 
(syntactic, semantic, and stylistic) and their frequency. It seeks to explain the source of errors and 
examines the instructors' evaluation of their seriousness. Of particular interest to this study is the way 
different text-types place different demands on the students and, induce specific types and distribution of 
errors. To achieve this purpose, the study examines the students' errors in terms of the three rhetorical 
typologies. Typologists (e.g. Halliday and Hasan 1976, Hatim and Mason 1990) prefer to divide texts 
according to the rhetorical purpose that characterizes every text. Within this model three text types can be 
listed. First, an expository text is used to analyse concepts with the aim of informing or narrating. Second, 
an argumentative text is used to evaluate objects, events or concepts with the aim of influencing future 
behaviour. Third, an instructive text is used to direct the receiver towards a certain course of action. That 
is, the errors analysed and assessed in this work are taken from students' translations of the above 
mentioned text types. 
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2. Procedures 
 
The first data-base consists of three passages given as translation tests to Arab trainee-translators at 
Benghazi University, Libya. Testees were asked to produce the translations of three text-types 
(argumentative, instructive and expository) from English into their native language (Arabic) Taking more 
than one sample from each trainee by testing them in terms of different text types has two main 
implications. First, it increases representativeness of the student's performance which varies even in 
similar tasks, let alone in producing different text types. Second, it ensures the validity and reliability of 
the assessment of students' translations because the more samples we have from the output of each testee 
the more reliable the assessment is likely to be Hughes (1989, p.81). Thus, the separation between text 
types is expected to provide a balanced assessment of errors because, as Hatim (1994, p.xiii) observes, the 
demands of each translation task vary according to the type of text being translated, certain types often 
being more demanding than others. The tests were made under familiar test conditions. Testees were 
asked on three different occasions to translate each text, consisting of around 300 words within a 
supervised time limit of 2 hours. Bilingual dictionaries were permitted during the performance of the 
tests. 
 
Trainees who undertook the tests were final year undergraduate students of translation at the 
University of Benghazi. Their age varies between twenty one and twenty eight. We did not examine their 
language proficiency but students who enrol for the translation course normally have an intermediate 
level of English and an advanced level in Arabic. The translation syllabus consists basically of translation 
models and translation practice organised around the text-types (of argumentation, exposition and 
instruction). The direction of translation is centred towards Arabic, i.e. students were mainly trained to 
translate into their native language. The translation-tests also reflected these characteristics of the 
students' syllabus to make their results more reliable. 
 
As to the analysis of the students' translations, it started with the identification of discrepancies in each 
text. These discrepancies are, afterwards, described by locating their linguistic realisations. That is, the 
actual part of the text which bears the discrepancy is defined in terms of the descriptive parameters 
(syntactic, semantic, and stylistic). The descriptive analysis is carried out on each text type separately. 
 
Errors are explained as to whether they are stimulated by the trainee's lack of competence in the TL or 
transfer from the SL. At this stage a comparative analysis is crucial. For example, comparison between 
the SL system and TL system is essential to trace interference. Comparison between the errors of different 
text-types can also determine the difficulties inherent in the rhetorical or discoursal nature of the text-type 
being translated. Instructors also were required to assess these constructions on the basis of two scales. In 
the first scale, they had to determine the type of error(s) as syntactic, semantic and/or stylistic. In the 
second scale, they were asked to evaluate the erroneous constructions in terms of their gravity using a 
score system from 0 to 5. Score 5 stands for most serious errors and 0 for non-error. 
 
2.1 The curriculum 
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The subject of translation is a four-year course at the University of Benghazi. As far as the first two 
years of the course design are concerned, their primary objective is to consolidate students' linguistic 
competence in both languages. This may be an appropriate measure given the results of our analysis of 
students' performance which show an alarming lack of competence in the two languages. Yet the problem 
of incompetence in either language keeps surfacing in the final (fourth) year of the course as can be 
deduced from the analysis. 
 
The likely logical explanation for the persistence of the problem can be related to the methodology of 
teaching. Students are taught inductively and focus is on the grammar and rhetoric of Arabic, and on 
grammar and reading in English. Although students made a significant number of grammatical errors per 
se (i.e. simple breaches of grammatical rules) when translating into English, these were not as frequent 
and serious as other pragmatic errors which relate to the communicative functions of words and 
grammatical structures themselves. In several instances, students translated linguistic structures correctly 
but failed to incorporate their pragmatic functions in the translation. 
 
It seems, therefore, justified to recognise the inefficiency of the teaching model followed in Benghazi 
University and the need to implement a functional-oriented method. The functionality of the method must 
not focus on each language separately. It should emphasise,in addition to the use of the language within 
its natural context, those functional aspects that are most relevant to translation between the two 
languages. In other words, the method should be based on a functional comparative approach in order to 
consolidate both the monolingual and bilingual skills of trainees Henness(2011). 
 
In the final two academic years of the course, students are mainly taught translation. The course design 
does not apparently have a clear objective. Students are introduced to the main translation models without 
any serious critical involvement in or encouragement to relate the theory to their translation practice. The 
practical part of the course is divided according to the Hallidayan text-types into three main classes 
(argumentative, expository and instructive) taught by different instructors. This division of the course is 
confusing as its purpose is not made clear, at least for students. In each class, students are given a text-
type and asked to translate without any theoretical account of the notion of text-typology. In fact, text-
linguistics and -typology are the subjects of the last lesson in the translation model-course. The confusion 
could be prevented if students were shown how each text-type requires a certain rhetorical structure of 
text. The identification of the typology of text provides a ready-textual frame for the TT and reduces the 
task of the translator to a process of information-filling as illustrated in the following figure: 
 
 
 
 
Text-Type 
 
 
Transfer 
 
Figure 1: text-type transfer (from Elmgrab 1999) 
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This lack of clear purpose in the course design, at least for the students, is reflected in their 
performance as all types of errors were made. Analysts would normally expect fewer errors in one area 
than the other, depending on the focus of the teaching model. For instance, if the course were 
linguistically oriented, the number of linguistic errors in the students' corpus would be minimal and the 
same goes for a communicative or text-linguistic-oriented model. Nevertheless, the most common errors 
in the corpora from Benghazi translation students are those related to the nature and type of text despite 
the fact that the apparent focus of the course seems to be text-typological. 
 
The design in the second stage of the translation course can be said to have two main drawbacks. First, 
it makes a clear-cut distinction between the theory of translation (translation models) and translation 
practice. In the class, students compare their translations with that of the instructor as if this were the 
correct version without any retrospective feedback from translation theory. This is owing to the absence 
of a solid discipline of what Holmes (1988) calls Applied Translation Studies which implement findings 
that can be of value in the pedagogical area of the teaching of translation and the training of translators. 
This defect may result in two negative pedagogical implications. First, students may think of translation 
theory as a kind of philosophical debate which has no direct impact on actual translation. They may also 
assume that for each text there is one and only one correct translation, that of the instructor, which runs 
contrary to the non-binary nature of translation, i.e. there is nothing called perfect translation Newmark 
(1988). 
 
The second limitation of the course design is that it takes translation theory for a translation teaching 
method. The inappropriateness of this view for the translation follows from the fact that a translation 
theory does not always coincide with the specific course objectives, the actual students' competence and 
the cross-linguistic and cultural framework of the two languages involved in the translation course. 
Translation theory, as Konigs (in Kiraly 1995, p.6), points out, predicts problems which usually end up 
dominating the teaching approach, at the expense of other potentially significant characteristics of the 
learning and translating situation. 
 
A more satisfactory approach should combine theory of translation with selected instructional 
situations based on empirical studies such as error analysis. Relying on translation theory per se can also 
be too abstract or too specific in actual translation practice. For instance, Delisle (1980, p.57) observes 
with regard to English-French translation that translation theories do not make the task of teaching 
translation any easier because of their excessive abstractedness and their broadness in respect of particular 
genres of text. 
 
The abstractedness and particularity of translation theory for a teaching situation can also be traced 
back to the fact that it is not empirically driven. That is, it does not stem from the needs and requirements 
of the relevant teaching situation. An insightful alternative for this situation is that followed in this work, 
where a pedagogical working hypothesis should consist of the interplay of translation theory and 
feedback from translation product. A continuous assessment of students' performance is therefore 
necessary to implement and reshape the translation theory to suit and incorporate students' needs and the 
course objectives. 
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2.2 The analysis 
 
On the whole, the analysis of the translation of argumentation shows a number of weaknesses that can 
drastically affect the quality of the translation or the credibility of the translator. Students made a variety 
of linguistic errors which can alter the micro- and/or macro-level of the translation. Micro level is related 
to syntactic and semantic errors whereas macro-level is related to communicative and cultural errors. 
These tend, however, to be errors made by individual students and are not much different from those 
made when translating exposition and instruction. Some errors, however, are more frequent in 
argumentation than in the other text-types. Others are a mere result of cross-linguistic variation between 
the argumentation formats of the two languages. 
 
It seems that the structure of argumentation is difficult to handle especially when translating between 
languages different in their argumentation structure such as Arabic and English. As far as translation of 
argumentation between Arabic and English is concerned, it is essential to acquaint the trainee with the 
argumentative format in each language and the ways variation could be dealt with. To convey the 
argumentation convincingly to the TL reader, the translator must do so within the constraints imposed by 
the discourse situation of the text. The realisation of these constraints, defined as field (topic)tenor(level 
of formality) and mode (the role language plays in an interactive process) can be cross-linguistically 
variant. In this case, the translator is compelled to work with the constraint framework of the TL but must 
find at the same time compensating techniques to preserve the pragmatic goal of the ST. 
 
The texts were hardly negotiated by the trainees and there was an obvious inclination towards the SL 
forms and rhetorical functions. In other words, trainees were not aware of the impact of the TL audience's 
modes of thought and response on the quality of the translation. Their rendering seemed to strip out the 
text from its aesthetic functions and ornamental values; the transfer of content, regardless of the 
appropriateness of its presentation in the TL, was their only concern. 
 
In sum, trainees seemed to process the ST and the TT implications too uncritically and failed, as a 
result, to account for those aspects of meaning that could be derived from the immediate meaning of 
words and sentences. Translation is not a word-to-word relation but rather a word-to-word fit. Yet, from 
among all sorts of errors, some seem to affect the quality of the text more profoundly than others and to 
determine their gravity will certainly vary according to the view of evaluators and their concept of the 
whole process of assessment in translation. 
 
The investigation of the problems related to the translation of exposition and instruction shows that in 
most case students lack the frame and schema of the type and genre of the text they were translating as 
they made all types of errors. They seem to give little attention to the textual aspects of text, such as 
cohesion, coherence and the organisation of information (thematic, forms, argumentation). 
 
Compared with their translation of argumentation, students performed better in exposition and 
instruction as their errors become less frequent and less serious especially with regard to the core meaning 
of text. Most of their errors affect partially either the meaning of some words/expressions or the 
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naturalness with which the whole text was presented. The students' main incompetence in this regard is 
the way they processed the text. They seem to opt for a minimal processing of words and sentences and 
do not give way for a multiplication process within the whole context in order to allow its expressive and 
communicative aspect to become manifest. In short, students lack the pragma-textual framework, when 
dealing with two culturally and linguistically incongruent languages Emgrab (2011). 
 
This indicates that the deductive method used by the instructors to train the students in question is not 
very fruitful. The reason is that the text being translated in the class as a translation practice cannot cover 
all theoretical aspects which the student may encounter in other texts. It follows that training of translators 
should involve the refinement of their awareness of the dominant forms and schema for text types they 
are likely to encounter. 
 
2.3 Instructors' assessment 
 
There is a serious disparity among instructors' scores. However, a detailed analysis of these samples 
takes into account the different types of error each one involves; their recognition by instructors also 
indicates that the level of inter- and intra-consistency amongst instructors is relatively satisfactory: inter-
consistency is related to the production of similar judgements by different instructors when evaluating the 
same sample; the more similar the scores are, the higher is the inter-consistency achieved and vice versa. 
Intra-consistency, on the other hand, is achieved when almost identical test-results or scores are obtained 
each time the same sample or an alternative form is administered to the same group or individual. Most of 
the instructors severely penalise errors which affect the core meaning of the ST either by altering it, 
deleting part of it or making it unintelligible. 
 
The alarming observation which can be inferred from the instructors' evaluation is that their analysis 
and assessment of the trainees' translations are often performed at the surface level. In other words, 
instructors, in the process of their assessment, check upon the main content of the ST without paying 
equal attention to pragmatic and stylistic aspects of translation such as ideological shifts, intertextual 
meanings, naturalness and collocative patterning of words. 
 
Evaluation is an important element of translation teaching for it is a feedback from which instructors 
check upon their students' achievements and needs. To be so, it must probe into all meaning aspects that 
are crucial to a successful translation. In the case of our evaluators, apart from the semantic content, 
almost all other aspects were overlooked. Instructors' feedback from their evaluation in this context is not 
of much help as it does not cover all students' needs. It can even be misleading if instructors design their 
own syllabus, remedial teaching or completion of the course on the basis of the findings from this kind of 
evaluation. 
 
3. Implications of the Case Study for Translation Pedagogy 
 
The analysis of the students' corpus revealed that the students had a significant number of problems in 
the text translation.This is because the methodological and pedagogical tools pursued in the teaching 
situation of Benghazi University are inefficient. It is therefore important at this stage to make some 
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pedagogical suggestions which derive from the analysis and assessment of the students' corpus. It is worth 
mentioning that the students' errors can be pedagogically useful only if they are constantly related to other 
variables that constitute the teaching context such as the course design and the professionalism of the 
instructor. 
 
3.1 The course design 
 
In fact, every translation course must have a syllabus which clearly defines the teaching method and its 
theory of translation if applicable. Therefore, the idea of different teaching theories is not an issue here; 
the lack of well-trained instructors is. This should also be reflected in the training process because as 
Wilss (1992, p.395) points out, 
 
a closer cooperation between translation teaching on the one side and 
translational practitioners on the other is imperative in an attempt to combine the 
systematic features of formal translation teaching with the practical advantages 
of collecting translational experience by on-the-job training, on the basis of 
translator-trainee-tailored apprenticeships of one sort or another. 
 
This is neither the case in the situation of Benghazi University nor it is in most institutions elsewhere. 
But qualified instructors can be well assisted by a comprehensive course design in which the teaching 
methodology, the course objectives and assessment procedures are clearly set out. 
 
An active interaction of the instructor with the course design is still essential. The persistence of 
mistakes, for example, suggests that they should be catered for within the design, contrary to claims 
stating that teaching languages should not be part of a translation course (e.g. Nord in Pym 1993, p.107). 
If the principle of teaching translation is applied to the present situation in Benghazi University, we will 
end up chasing an unattainable goal rather than aiming at a tangible objective. Pym (1993, p.103) offers a 
more realistic view than Nord's, suggesting that both language and translation should be taught but in 
separate classes: a translation class which allocates its entire time for the discussion of errors and a 
language class which works towards the elimination of linguistic mistakes. 
 
It is true that we cannot teach translation unless the bilingual competence of the students is adequate, 
and since it is not, it cannot be simply left out. But Nord's advice against teaching languages is no less 
founded. For her, language class is a consumption of time that should be devoted to translation skills 
which are the primary objective of the course. Translation students are expected to have control of the 
languages they translate into and from. 
 
The way out of this controversy in our situation is, as reported before, to divide the course into two 
teaching stages of four years altogether. In the first, linguistic and bilingual competence is emphasised 
using a comparative approach in order to predispose the students theoretically for the next stage where 
translation skills must be emphasised. It is during this first stage that students build awareness, on the 
basis of a comparative approach of cross-linguistic and cultural variation. The instructor's encouragement 
of students to use their own initiative to deal with these variations is crucial for both of them (students and 
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instructors). The students get to know that there is not always one straightforward solution for every 
problem which only the instructor can provide. They become aware that solutions are to be sought from 
the meaning the student/translator makes of the type of situation and text to be translated and often not 
from the instructor. 
 
At the same time, by giving place for students' initiative, the instructor can gather informative and 
comprehensive feedback about the students' needs and how these are or should be catered for within the 
course design especially in the second stage of the course. Equally important, students must be introduced 
during this first stage to such translation-aiding materials as the computer and the dictionary. Nonetheless, 
Students must be encouraged in this context to perform an analysis of the text to eliminate the confusion 
and extract the required meaning of the word from its co-text and/or retrieve a relative context equivalent 
available from their knowledge of the TL. By the end of the first stage, students must have the required 
linguistic and bilingual competence for a translation, and the instructor should have the necessary 
feedback from his/her students to teach them translation skills in the next stage, although a continuous 
assessment of the teaching tools in the light of the students' progress will always be essential. By the end 
of the second stage trainees are expected to achieve a high standard of proficiency allowing them to 
qualify as professional translators or pursue higher education. 
 
3.2The Instructor 
 
The role of the instructor is the most essential in training operation. No matter how comprehensive a 
course design is, the instructor will still have to interact with it and present it in the best way to achieve 
the course objectives. It is the instructors' skills and competence which allow a smooth and successful 
transition from theory to practice. Newmark (1991, p.130) suggests that the success of any translation 
course must depend 65% on the personality of the instructor, leaving all other factors that make up part of 
the teaching process with the scanty share of 35%. This is not, however, to imply an orthodox instructor -
centred approach to translation with the persistent image of the instructor as, using Kiraly's (1995, p.99) 
description, "the guardian of translatory truth-keeper of 'the correct translation'". On the contrary, part of 
the instructor's role is to de-emphasise this view. 
 
Accordingly, the instructor has to make students practically aware of the non-binary nature of 
translation when assessing their performance. Pym (1993, p.102) argues that, even before then, the 
instructor should make a distinction between mistakes and errors as the former are not to be corrected. 
For him (ibid.), the class should discuss errors not mistakes and only if mistakes are significant enough to 
prevent the text from functioning adequately should they then be corrected quickly. This quick solution 
does not solve the problem as far as the teaching situation under investigation is concerned. Our subjects 
are final-year students on the verge of becoming practising translators but they still make persistent 
mistakes. The persistence of the problem requires a reconsideration and review of the teaching methods 
and not a quick fix where the healing is only temporary. It may be too late at this stage to rethink the 
methods or re-teach the language skills, but it is not so for future students. Two pedagogical implications 
can be drawn from this situation, one in terms of assessment and the other in terms of course design. 
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The students' assessment is not a one-off operation which should be left until the end of the course. 
Instructors must constantly be aware of their students' progress and assessment must, therefore, follow 
suit. I suggest, in this respect, that assessment in translation should be formative in order to provide a 
continuous feedback for the instructor and the student alike about the development of the training process. 
Formative assessment should not, however, be conceived, Hatim and Mason (1997, p.200) warn us, as a 
series of mini-examinations of a summative kind because of the negative pedagogic implications this may 
generate. On the contrary, it should be basically inferred from oral discussion of trainees' translations in 
order to allow students to identify their own errors and/or defend their versions. Translation workshops 
and assessments between students in class should also be encouraged to make students aware of the 
plurality of translation as each individual may suggest a different translation. 
 
Assessment should also be coordinated, if possible, with all instructors of the same class. The 
examination of instructors' assessments of students' errors demonstrated that, although instructors' intra-
consistency is relatively achieved, their inter-consistency is serious low. This may cause confusion 
amongst students as to what is the primary objective of the course and what are the translation skills 
required. It should be noted that instructors' lack of consistency may stem from the fact that the inter-rate 
consistency is not properly formulated. 
 
The implications are even more detrimental as instructors, in many cases, do not recognise the errors 
even those pertaining to the format of the text-type being translated, despite the fact that text-typology is 
supposed to be their teaching model. For Le F al (1996, p.39), this type of situation results from the 
existence of different contemporary theories of translation which rather adds to the confusion of both 
instructors and students alike and the lack of well-trained professional instructors especially in the field 
of error analysis. 
 
4. Final Remarks 
 
On the basis of a broad error analysis and assessment, we have identified a number of problems 
relating to both students' use of language and instructors' assessment of their trainees' performance. The 
insights gained from this study, as far as the relevant teaching situation is concerned, lead to advising a 
two-stage course design. The first stage is preparatory and serves to strengthen the students' language 
competence while the second emphasises their translation skills. The basic teaching approach underlying 
our proposed course design for this stage must be text-typological based on our findings which go hand-
in-hand with G lich and Raible's idea, (in Hatim and Mason 1997, p.181), that different text-types place 
different demands on the translator. 
 
As to the trainees' competence, I concur with Mackenzie (1998, p.15) in that they need not to be 
linguistic geniuses to be translators. The real need is for instructors to identify and make their students 
recognise where their skills are lacking, when support is needed and what measures are to be taken. Error 
assessment provides this training framework as it gives instructors the tool to monitor the progress of 
their students and the appropriateness of their teaching model unless they have continuous feedback from 
students' performance. Instructors should, therefore, be well enough trained to be able to identify and 
assess students' errors in line with the course objectives. It is suggested that this is possible by their being 
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able to demystify text-type forms through the application of a broad view of text linguistics that 
incorporates insights from other models of translation. 
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